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Summary: Eve knows how the townspeople talk about her and Zacharias. 
What she didn't know is if there was any truth to the rumors. 
DarklawXBarnham, M to be safe. 


1 . Experiment 
The courthouse was cold. 

The sun had long set over Labyrinthia, the moon glowing gently among 
the stars, contrasting against the dark sky as the wind blew gently. 
Eve had considered leaving long ago before eventually deciding 
against it. She couldn't bear clutter, and she refused to let her 
desk reach the state of the one across from her. She wouldn't be 
surprised if the sheer weight of the papers alone caused it to 
collapse on itself and coat her impeccable floor with splinters. 
Shuddering at the thought, she bent over her work once more, 
attempting to reach the level of concentrat ion she'd had a few 
moments ago, so engrossed in completing her task she didn't even 
noticed her co-worker leave only an hour ago. Much to her chagrin, 
her eyes refused to focus, and her gaze flitted over to the gifts 
surrounding her on the desk, having already eaten the banana bread 
and subtly slipped the fast food voucher in the waste paper bin at 
her feet. The necklace had unfortunately snapped when she tried to 
put it around her neck, but she kept the flowers nonetheless, placing 
them in a dish of water beside Espella's photograph. Her final gift 
had been left on a small plate near the edge of the table, if only to 
prevent the surface from becoming sticky with chocolate and 
cream . 

Eve's hand slowly edged towards the AOclair, holding it as if it 
would break if she squeezed too hard. Looking closer, it didn't seem 
as if the lumps would make much of a difference to the flavour, or 
even texture. They weren't too large; in fact they were hardly even 
noticeable under the pastry. So why was it that when she had first 



accepted the present, they seemed so much bigger? When it had been 
handed to her by a rather flustered Knight of the Inquisition, it 
seemed misshapen to the point of being inedible, but as she looked 
closera€ 1 _Maybe you were so desperate to find a flaw with his gift 
you exaggerated its imperfections? _She discarded the theory as 
quickly as she had thought it. It was probably something to with the 
light, or her eyesight, or the way he'd held it in his gauntlet. 

She brought the snack to her lips, taking a tentative bite before 
immediately retching. _0h how wrong she'd been_. The lumps proved to 
be pockets of flour where he hadn't mixed it correctly, the powder 
becoming a tasteless paste in her mouth. Nevertheless, she swallowed 
gratefully, but discarded the rest, disguising it in a spare sheet of 
parchment, should he notice she'd thrown it away and take offence. 

The last thing she needed was a hot headed temper tantrum from a 
fully grown man to distract her from her work more than he already 
had. Wiping her fingers on a handkerchief, she picked up her quill 
once more and continued to write. Thankfully she became engrossed 
once more, the pen nib scratching against the paperwork, sending her 
into a trance almost. If she had not been interrupted once more, she 
would have undoubtedly finished before midnight. 

"01 oi ! " The door swung open with a clatter, making Eve jump a mile 
in the air. The ginger tavern owner glanced about the room and 
tutted. "Sorry about that Lady Darklaw. I missed him then?" 

Eve cleared her throat, regaining her composure and brushing a lock 
of hair behind her ear. "Him?" 

"Zach? You know, basically the only other 'him' who's ever in here?" 
The woman chuckled, moving to lean against the other desk. It creaked 
under her weight. "The guy probably went home, right?" 

Releasing a deep sigh. Eve set her quill back in its holder. She'd 
never finish now. "And how would I know that? He could be 
anywhere . " 

Rouge hummed under her breath, a smile creeping over her lips as she 
strolled closer. "Soa€lyou two cool?" 

"Define 'cool'. Miss Rouge." 

"You guys get along? You friends? Civil, at least?" 

A brow arched on Eve's side, leaning back in her chair and looking 
over the papers nearest to her. "He's a valuable co-worker. And a 
fine knight; he's proved himself helpful to both me and the 
townspeople over the years." She glanced up. "Why do you ask?" 

"No reason, no reason!" Rouge threw her hands in the air in defence. 
"It's just, uh- well, you know. People talk." 

"I knew that. 

"About Zach" 

"I knew that too." 


"And you. 



Eve froze, her mouth turning dry. "W-what do you mean about 
_me_? " 

"Not just you! They talk about him too!" 

"No, no." She shook her head rapidly. "Go back. You were talking 
about me; what do they say about me?" 

Rouge stared at her as if her head had turned into a pig's. "Oh god, 
you really don't know do you?" The freckled woman leaned over the 
desk till they were nose to nose, her shirt riding down her chest. 
"You're not listening: _They talk about you and Zach_. " Eve shrugged, 
still not understanding, until the penny dropped and a dark 
realisation dawned on her. 

She spoke slowly, mind turning as she digested the information. "The 
townspeople think that Zach- er, Zacharias and I 
area€ 1 ? " 

"Screwing?" Rouge cracked up as colour rushed to Eve's face and ears. 
"Or maybe something less vulgarly worded, but they all mean the same 
thing anyways. Screwing? Hooking up? Doin' the dance with no 
pants ? " 

"Miss Rouge, please!" The level of mortification she felt at this 
moment was far beyond any level she'd felt recently, even having to 
strike a pose in front of everyone. "Who even started those sort of 
rumours ? ! " 

"Well technically, it was you two." 

"Excuse me?!" She exclaimed loudly, doing her best 'angry Inquisitor 
voice ' . 

"You really think we're all blind, 'Miss Eve'?" She mocked, 
impersonating his deeper voice rather well. "We've seen the way he 
looks at you! And now we hear things about the exchange of handmade 
gifts?" Rouge grinned at the expression her words had slapped on 
Eve's face. "You lovebirds are basically already hitched." 

Eve stood suddenly, making the other woman flinch only slightly. She 
gathered her belongings, strutting towards the exit. She'd had more 
than enough of this conversation. "Hey! Where you going? Gonna go 
visit your man?" 

"Don't be ridiculous." She spat back, spinning on her heel. "I'm 
going to nip this in the bud before it goes any further. It's been a 
pleasure. Rouge." 

"Wait one more thing!" 

Eve sighed, glancing over her shoulder. "What is it?" 

"I gotta ask, just because this particular debate had reached a brick 
wall with my regularsa€ 1 " 

"And what is that debate?" 

Rouge leant closer, lowering her voice. "a€l Which one of you goes on 
top? " 



><p>Eve ' s mouth opened and closed like a fish, frozen in shock. Then 
she turned to walk away, leaving a hysterical Rouge behind 
her . <p> 

The bakery was closed, as she'd expected, but Espella let her in. She 
rubbed her hands together, grateful for the warmth of the fire 
against the far wall. Patty A^clair gave her smile, furiously 
whisking some kind of batter in a large bowl. 

"I wasn't expecting you this late. Eve!" Her young friend exclaimed, 
twirling a strand of loose hair around her finger. "Did you want to 
talk or something?" 

"Yes. Well, no, not to you. Not like that!" She said quickly when 
Espella' s face fell like a lead balloon. "I just needed to talk to 
Zacharias. Just a tedious work thing." _Liar_. "Is he still 
awake? " 

"He's in the other room," Patty spoke up, motioning to a door leading 
to the living area. "You better hope he hasn't fallen asleep on the 
couch. Better hurry before he dozes off." Eve thanked them, rushing 
towards the door and wincing as it creaked, shutting it behind 
her . 

The man lying across the sofa immediately snapped his head up. "Miss 
Eve!" He was curled up in the corner of the couch, a book resting in 
one hand, the other gently stroking the undeniably adorable mutt that 
tailed him all over town. His armour had been carefully placed by his 
side, leaving him in just a tunic and pants. 

Marking his place in the book, he got to his feet, straightening his 
clothes. "I wasn't uh . . . " He cleared his throat as she rolled her 
eyes. He still couldn't get through a sentence without stammering? "I 
was not expecting you." He finally got out. "To what do I owe the 
pleasure? " 

"What on earth are you doing Zacharias?" She demanded. He flinched, 
as if she had hit him. 

"W-What do you mean by that?" 

"Have you not heard what people have been saying about us?! Listen to 
me, I don't care what you feel for me, but you cannot run all over 
Labyrinthia claiming me as your own!" 

His face flushed until it matched his hair, mouth falling open in 
shock at her harsh claims. "I have no idea what you're talking about! 
Why in the world would I say such a thing?" 

"You like me, don't you?" 

Zacharias froze at this comment, eyes wide but expression otherwise 
blank. Eve was amazed that she had managed to leave him speechless 
with so few words. "Well?" she pressed. "It's true isn't it?" He 
remained silent, no quite meeting her eye, as if formulating a 
response . 



"a€ll have not ruled that out." 

She scoffed. "And what is that supposed to mean. Sir Barnham?" 

"It means I don't know. Miss Eve!" He snapped suddenly, mimicking her 
tone before calming himself and speaking more quietly. "I don't know 
how I feel. I've never, erm- Well, I've never felt like this about 
anyone before." 

Eve's feet moved of their own accord, inching towards him without 
thinking until they were toe to toe. "If you're confused, Zacharias, 
then I believe I can offer some clarif icat ion . " She took his hands, 
placing them on her waist even as he protested, cradling his neck in 
her hands . 

"Miss Eve, I-I really don't think we should erm-" 

"We are not going to kiss tonight." She said bluntly. His shoulders 
sagged slightly; with relief or disappointment, she couldn't tell. 
"Just let me try something. It's an experiment." He arched a brow and 
nodded slightly. _Where am I going with this?_ she briefly wondered, 
before pushing those thoughts to the back of her mind. She felt his 
pulse speed up under her fingers and against her chest, realising how 
close their bodies were, how their chests were pressed together. He 
swallowed and fidgeted slightly, breathing becoming shallow as his 
eyes darted to her lips, then to her eyes, then to her neck, her 
chest, then nowhere in particular. 

Eve shivered and wet her lips, bringing his face closer to her's. 
She'd never been this close to anyone before, especially not _him_, 
and yet now she could feel his breath, and see tiny details on him 
she'd never noticed about him- how his brows arched, or how thick his 
hair was, or how his skin darkened around the scar on his forehead, 
the tiny freckles around his hairline, his lips, his eyes, oh dear 
_god_ his eyesa€ 1 

It took her a good half minute of staring at him hard before noticing 
he was doing the same with her, studying every one of her features 
with clear fascination. Eve felt her cheeks flush under his gaze, 
flinching as he brought a hand up to run over the skin just below her 
jawline. His hands were cool and calloused after years of training 
and manual labour, and his touch made something break within her. She 
wanted that touch, shea€ 1 she wanted him to touch her. 

She inwardly cursed herself for thinking like that. Why did she have 
to feel like this, dammit? She'd never had a problem with feelings 
about men in the past; why the hell did it have to be him that broke 
her? ! Damn her apparent weakness for bright eyes and broad 
muscles . 

"Miss Eve?" 

The familiar voice dragged her out of her daydream, and she realised 
he was even closer than he had been a moment ago. Their noses brushed 
and he shuddered, eyes widening as if asking her permission for 
something. They were closer than ever now, their foreheads touching 
as they scarcely even breathed. 

"M-Miss Eve, " Zacharias whispered this time, the vibrations of his 
voice making her tremble with anticipation. She wanted his touch. She 



wanted him to kiss her, and now she knew it for sure. 


"Miss Eve, I erma€lla€l" 

He trailed off as he leant forward, his lips brushing her's but not 
quite colliding. Eve gasped and pulled away, distancing herself from 
him. They were not going to kiss tonight. She'd promised herself 
that. Her chest heaved as her lungs begged for air, her body feeling 
cold without him against her. She looked up at him, looking sort of 
confused and hurt and lost, with an expression not unlike 
Constantine . 

"Zacharias, what on earth was that?!" 

"I'm sorry, I justaC 1 " He coughed, face flushing even darker. "I 
thought that youa€ 1 I thought you would want to-" 

"You thought I wanted to kiss you?" Eve forced herself to smile even 
as the feeling of his lips on her's lingered and tingled. "I told you 
right off the bat that we were not going to kiss tonight; why would I 
change my mind?" 

"I am_ so_ sorry, but you justaC 1 You looked like you wanted to." He 
sounded out every syllable slowly, as if he didn't understand what he 
was thinking himself. "Y-You just looked so flushed and you were 
panting and your pulse was going fast as hell and you kept looking at 
my mouth and-" 

"Oh please don't make me laugh!" She chuckled and shook her head, 
hating herself for what she was doing. "It's all in your head 
Zacharias. Wishful thinking? You must _really_ like me to be 
imagining things like that." Oh great, he was doing the face again. 
His eyes went all round and sad and his whole body seemed to deflate 
and droop. Damn him. 

"Well I think I'll be taking my leave now," Eve continued. _Why must 
I keep having to hurt him so?!_ Her insides curled with 
self-loathing, saying such hateful things to him while still plagued 
with the burning desire to have him touch her, to touch him, to kiss 
him. She wanted him, more badly than she'd ever wanted anything, and 
yet whenever she opened her mouth, all that came out was slander or 
nothing at all. Wonderful. 

"See you at work, Zacharias." Eve paused, before getting on her tip 
toes and kissing him. It was only on the cheek, and it didn't last 
longer than a couple of seconds, but she'd kissed him, even if it 
wasn't properly. That would keep her going for a while. He didn't 
reply, just nodding as she walked further away once more, leaving the 
warmth of the bakery and greeting Espella goodnight. 

She hated walking all the way back to her house, especially at night, 
but there was no way around it. She thought as her heels clicked 
against the stone pathways and the road through the woods, imagining 
all the ways that encounter could have gone if she'd only indulged 
herself and claimed what she wanted. If she had kissed him, she'd 
probably still be with him right now, but she hadn't. She'd been 
stubborn and cruel and not gotten him when she'd had the chance, and 
now one of his little followers would swoop in and take him for 
herself, and they'd kiss all they wanted to because she'd do it 
whenever she had the chance, and they'd get married and have children 



and leave Eve to grow old and lonely and never kiss anyone because 
she couldn't get over not kissing the one she wanted when she could 
and then she'd be alone her whole life because she can't let him go 
and then she'd die and the world would end and- 

a€ 1 Okay it wouldn't go exactly like that. Eve sighed and rolled her 
head back, wishing and wishing that she'd get what she wanted 
eventually, no matter how long she had to wait for him. She smiled to 
herself sadly. Yeah right. She'd never have him. He was too good for 
her and she knew it. Eve shook her head, unlocking her door and 
collapsing on the couch. 

She just had to make herself better. 


2 . Semi-kiss 
"Eve? Eve! Your desk!" 

Eve snapped her head up, gasping as she saw the now almost empty 
inkpot lying on its side. She cursed loudly, hurriedly collecting up 
the most important papers before they were ruined too. 

"And mind your language, won't you? Please Eve, what if someone heard 
you?" Espella scolded her from across the room, looking over 
Barnham's desk with disapproval. "Anyway, you should really be 
watching what you're doing at work. You don't want your side of the 
office looking like _this._" She motioned to the clutter. "I have no 
idea why he doesn't just clean all this up. It should take too long 
if all of us helpeda€ 1 Oh, look at this!" She chuckled as she pulled 
the crude drawing from the chalkboard. "I must admit, he certainly 
captured your essence!" 

"Hilarious, " Eve muttered, doing her best to soak up the ink with the 
tissues in her pocket. "He'll never clean up that mess, and yes it's 
slightly irritating, but despite the state of his 'side', I'm sure he 
takes his role here seriously." 

"There are literally documents folded into paper aeroplanes over 
here! He uses gym equipment as a paperweight, he frequently plays 
with a dog on the job, and his handwriting may start neat but by the 
end of the paper, it doesn't even look like writing anymore!" 

"Yes wella€l" Eve plonked herself down in her chair once more, 
clearing her throat. "So long as it all gets done." 

Espella sighed and dragged a chair over, sitting heavily across from 
her. "What's up with you Eve?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Something's on your mind, I can tell. You're all distracted and you 
keep messing up your work- work you haven't even made a dent in 
today, by the way! Not to mention I've been here half an hour and 
you've barely said ten words, soa€ 1 what ' s on your mind?" Eve 
hesitated. She loved Espella, she really did, but she didn't have to 
share everything with her, right? And it really wasn't a good idea to 
tell her about feelings she may or not have for a man- _a man she 
currently lives with_, she remembered- when she didn't even 
understand what these feeling were herself. It would be foolish, and 



ill-advised, and stupid, and- 
"Is there a boy?" 

_Dammit !_ 

"Eve? Is it a boy?" Was it really that obvious?! She felt herself 
blushing furiously as she struggled to piece together a reasonable 
response, but all that escaped were a few incomprehensible gasps and 
stammers. Espella squealed and leaned closer, clapping her hands and 
grinning in delight. "There IS a boy! Oh Eve, do tell!" 

"No, Espella, there's no boy! No boy, justa€ 1 " 

"Just what?!" Her friend was practically beside herself with 
excitement . 

"Well, t-there's a, erma€ 1 there ' s aa€ 1 " 

"A what? ! " 

"Yes, there's a man!" She blurted out. God, could this get anymore 
humiliating? ! She winced as Espella squealed again, wondering how 
many dogs she could torture with that voice. 

"Oh Eve! Who is it?! You have to introduce me to him! What's he like? 
Is he cute?" 

"Espella, please! We're not even dating, I just- I don't know, I like 
him! " 

"Who is he, then?" She asked excitedly, not even able to keep still 
in her seat. "What's his name?" 

"He's no one! Well, no, no not no one, but uh, y-you wouldn't know 
him. " 

"Huh. Soa€ 1 you really like him?" 

Eve sighed, fidgeting. She'd already had to lie about who it was she 
had her eye on; if she had to tell anymore, she was sure to slip up 
somewhere and unravel this whole thing. "He ' sa€ 1 nice . " She murmured, 
trying to be a vague as possible. 

Espella sighed loudly and shook her head. "Nice? That's it? Come on 
Eve, give me something to work with here! I need details! Is he 
handsome? " 

"Wella€ 1 yeah . Yes, yes he is." 

"And what else?! Smart, romantic, funa€l?" 

"Relatively, he tries his best, and I suppose his friends must think 
so. Eor goodness sake Espella, I feel like I'm being cross-examined 
here ! " 

"If only you were, then I might get a little more out of you." The 
younger girl rose from her chair, moving it back behind the other 
desk. "Still, I think it's good you've met someone. With any luck 
he'll straighten you out a little, you know? Maybe bring you out of 



your shell, give you a chance to loosen up?" 

Eve scoffed. "I highly doubt that." 

"Aw, five o'clock already?" She looked down at her watch, ignoring 
Eve. "I'd better be heading back to the bakery now; Auntie Patty will 
be wondering where I've got to. You want to come back with me and say 
hello to everyone? It's been so long since we've had a 
sleepover ! " 

"As awful as that sounds, I really should get this finished. I'm 
already behind because of the time I spent being interrogated by 
_you . 

"Sorry, sorry. It won't happen again. I'll see you tomorrow. 

Eve . " 

"Goodnight." The door clicked shut and Eve sighed deeply. She knew 
she'd have to tell her eventually and it made her rotten to keep 
secrets nowadays, considering how many she was forced to keep during 
the project. At least for now, she'd rather keep the whole thing 
quiet. Her chair creaked as she leaned forward in her seat, picking 
up the next sheet of parchment. 

Looks like it would be a long night. 

It was past midnight when Eve was finally able to make her way home. 
The streets were still rather busy, but mostly with drunkards and 
tourists flashing photographs of anyone that would smile and stay 
still. Most of the lights in the houses were off, the streetlights 
illuminating the bell tower, standing proudly in the centre of the 
square. Despite all the history and traumatic memories behind it. Eve 
still couldn't help but love the sight of it, and it did remind her 
of her father at least. 

The tavern was still buzzing with noise and energy, and she could 
hear from the end of the street. A group of women stumbled from the 
doors, laughing loudly and tripping over each other's feet as they 
made an attempt to get themselves home in one piece. Eve passed the 
establishment, glancing through the window as she did, and stopped 
when she saw Zacharias. 

It wasn't uncommon from him to be in the tavern, at least that's what 
she'd heard. Apparently he often drank with the others and was good 
friends with the owner, though she could never quite imagine it until 
now. He was sat at the bar, his cheeks and nose a few shades redder 
than usual, that grin of his plastered on his face as he gulped down 
whatever was in that flagon. Rouge was sitting on the bar just above 
him, quickly refilling his cup even as he shook his head rapidly. She 
was talking animatedly, clearly not exactly sober herself as she and 
a few other girls started to surround him, clapping their hands and 
chanting as he hurriedly gulped down his drink. Some ale dribbled 
from the corners of his mouth, and Eve struggled to contain a gasp 
when one blonde girl she'd seen guarding the tower sometimes pushed 
forward to clamber onto his lap, tilting the flagon upwards so he had 
to drink faster still. That little-! That _tart_! Her anger was only 
heated more when the broad moved closer to him, running her tongue 
across his neck and jaw to lick up the ale that escaped. The girls 
smirked and cheered and Zacharias threw his head back and laughed, as 
if this was all some big joke to them. 



Eve felt her fists clench as she watched the scene unfold before her, 
moving away from the small window and leaning against the wall beside 
it, sick of looking at them all. She felt a sharp pang of jealousy 
run through her, heart thudding against her ribs as she got her 
breathing under control, gritting her teeth so hard they hurt. After 
a few moments she finally began to cool down, breathing deeply as she 
became more relaxed. 

"Hey!" Oh god. She twisted her head round to spot the permanently 
energetic ginger girl swinging on the doorframe. "How you doing, 
Darklaw?" She all but shouted. 

"Fine, thank you Rouge." 

"You don't look fine," she said a little more quietly. "Do you want a 
drink or something?" 

"No, no thank-" 

"Hold on a sec." She leaned back inside before Eve could stop her. 
"SOMEONE CHUCK ME THAT BOTTLE ON THE COUNTER!" She did shout this 
time. Very loudly. A voice within called out a warning, and Rouge 
only just caught the bottle that hurtled towards her. "CHEERS MATE!" 
She screamed again, before twisting the cap open and leaning next to 
Eve. "So what's going on High Inquisisisisitor ? " Rouge said five 
times too many 'S's and 'I's as she took a long swig of brown liquid 
before grimacing and spitting it out. Eve leaned away instinctively, 
sighing quietly as her shoes were splattered with alcohol and spit. 
"That's a sipping whiskey," Rouge gasped. 

"Indeed," Eve agreed. "And nothing is going on. In fact I was just 
heading home." 

"Do you always stop and spy on us when you leave on Fridays?" 

Shit. "I'm sorry Rouge, I just glanced in and I saw someone I knew 
and I-" 

"Actually that was kind of a serious question, because if you do, I 
was only hanging from that as a joke, and that girl's wrist is going 
to be totally fine in a week or so!" 

Eve laughed at the genuine concern in her voice. "It was only 
tonight. I swear." 

"Okay. That's good. Okay." 

"Hey Rouge!" The door clattered open again, and a dark haired girl 
Eve didn't recognise leaned out. "The music's starting! Get your ass 
back in here ! " 

"Got to go back in now Missus Darklaw! Bye bye! See you later!" She 
teetered back in on her heels, trying not to turn her ankle as she 
struggled to get back inside. Eve responded in kind, turning back 
towards her home. This was good. She would just walk back home, go to 
bed, finally get some sleep. At least that's what she wanted to do. 
But then againaC 1 she had to look in that window again, and she 
immediately wished she hadn't. 



For a start, Zacharias wasn't wearing his shirt. In fact, that blonde 
girl- Foxy was her name- was wearing it wrapped around her like some 
kind of mini dress. She could get past that and write it off as 
friendly gesture on his part. Something she couldn't ignore though 
was that they were dancing. Her hands were all over his bare torso 
while his were wrapped around her waist, their foreheads touching and 
their mouths curled into wide smiles. Eve felt her blood begin to 
boil again, though she couldn't look away if she tried. If either of 
them moved the smallest amount closer, they could almost- 

Foxy leaned in and kissed him hard. 

Eve's blood ran cold. Her heart didn't bother skipping a beat and 
decided to stop instead. The ground spun. She felt sick. She couldn't 
breathe. She had to leave, and broke out into a sprint to get home, 
running all the way through the forest, over the bridge, down the 
misty path, slamming her front door behind her. She ran up the stair 
case, stumbling a few times, running into her room, collapsing in 
bed, not bothering to get changed, and cried herself to sleep. 

"What time did you get back last night then?" Mrs A^clair bustled 
around the small stove, scraping bacon and eggs and sausages onto his 
plate at once. 

"Late, " Barnham muttered, pinching the bridge of his nose and noting 
the headache behind his eyes. He was thirsty and his mouth was dry 
and he'd already been sick more than once. The last thing he should 
have wanted was food, though he was very hungry. 

"How late though?" 

"I don't know. About five?" 

"Eive?! Zacharias, five is so late it's early!" He just hummed in 
agreement, shovelling down his breakfast. "And slow down, child! 
You'll choke yourself!" 

Espella skipped downstairs happily, beaming when she saw the state of 
him. "Morning Sir Barnham!" She made a point of shouting in his ear, 
and he grimaced. 

"Is there anything you enjoy more than my suffering Espella?" 

She made sympathetic sound. "I'm sorry, but you've only brought this 
upon yourself, and you know it!" She began to dig into her own 
breakfast. "Speaking of your suffering, did I tell you about Eve, Mr 
Barnham? " 

"What about her?" He hadn't spoken the woman since theira€ 1 encounter 
a few days ago. In fact he'd gone to such lengths as to sneak into 
the office when it was too early for her to be there to take the 
papers he needed to finish that day and work from home. He'd done 
more baking, he'd spent time at Rouge's, and he'd done a lot more 
training at the garrison, anything to keep him busy really. It was 
all done discreetly, however. He didn't want her to think he was 
avoiding her (mainly because he was) . 

"Well, don't you dare say I told you, but Eve told me that she's met 
someone ! " 



"Isn't she always meeting people?" Barnham asked between 
mouthfuls . 


"You know what I mean! She's met a man!" 

"What?" This got his attention. 

"Oh, that's lovely Espella!" Patty spoke up. "She's such a pretty 
girl, it's no wonder someone wants to settle down with her. It'll be 
good for her, it will." 

"Espella, what do you mean she's met a man?" Suddenly Zacharias had 
lost his appetite. 


She gave him an odd look. "She's met a human being who identifies as 
male? " 


"How do you even know this?! Eve wouldn't want to tell anyone about 
that ! " 


Patty chuckled. "On a first name basis now are we? I think we all 
know who her mystery man is now!" 

He blushed despite himself, shaking his head. "Eve- Miss Eve wouldn't 
talk about anything like that so casually." 

Espella narrowed her eyes slightly and stared at him hard. "Auntie, 
do you mind going out to the market for me? We're out of 
eggs . " 

"Now?" Patty raised a brow. "It's only seven thirty!" 

" Yes . Yes now . " 


She sighed heavily and pulled on her cloak. "Eine, fine. I won't be 
long . " 

"Take your time, " Espella called after her, waving her goodbye as the 
door shut behind her. "Okay, Sir Barnham. Do you want to tell me 
something? " 

"What do you mean?" He cleared his throat and picked up the paper 
from the chair beside him, opening in the sports section. "Tell you 
what ? " 


"Tell me that you have feelings for Eve and the mere thought of her 
with another man is killing you." 

"I beg your pardon?!" He dropped the paper to the table and turned to 
face her fully. 

"Mr Barnham, I know you! You should have seen the look on your face 
when you found out she'd met someone else! Why don't you just talk to 
her about this? I swear you two never see each other 
anymore ! " 


"a€lWell, you may have a point. A-about how we never see each other, 
not about all the other stuff." 


"Yes, I had noticed I never see you two together anymore. Did you 



have another argument?" 


"No, not exactly. It's complicated, Espella. I don't expect you to 
understand . " 

"Waita€ 1 Sir Barnham, did something, erma€ 1 " She lowered her voice, 
despite the fact that they were alone. "Did anything happen between 
you and Eve?" He didn't answer, just shrugged and went to read the 
paper again. She swatted it out of his hands. "Something did happen! 
What was it? Did you tell her how you felt? Did you kiss?!" 

"Well, yesa€lno, actually. Sort of. More like a semi-kiss." 

She looked confused for a moment before shaking her head. "Oh, Sir 
Barnham!" She exclaimed loudly, hugging his arm and resting her head 
on his shoulder. "I'm so sorry! I can't imagine how hard it must be 
for you . " 

He sighed and smiled softly. She was a good kid. "Thank you for your 
sympathy, Espella, but really, it's not necessary. I'm fine!" 

"Why can you not just tell her how you feel? At then you'll either be 
happy or at least get some closure!" 

"No! No, I don't need closure, and I certainly don't need to tell her 
how I feel ! " 

Espella suddenly grinned. "So you admit it?" _Damn. _"Look, even if 
you're not ready to confess to her, you can't avoid her forever. You 
share an office for goodness sake!" She sat up straight, releasing 
his arm. "Promise me you'll talk to her." 

"Espella-" 

"Promise me." 

"Okay, fine. I promise. I'll talk to her tomorrow, as soon I feel 
better . " 

She shook her head. "Nope. You go upstairs, get dressed, get some 
coffee in you and go and talk to Eve." 

"a€lEine. Give me thirty minutes. I'll talk to her, but I'm not 
promising anything more than that." 

Espella grinned again, hugging him tightly. "I'm so proud of 
you ! " 

"Espella. I gotta go clean up? So I can see your friend?" 

"Right, yeah. Of course." She let him stand, and he went to climb the 
stairs. "Sir Barnham?" 

Zacharias turned. "Yes Espella?" 

She smiled. "Good luck." He hesitated and grinned, running up the 
stairs to get ready. Today may be the day he would confess to the 
woman he loved. And he was goddamn terrified. 



End 
f ile . 



